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Edward Irving and Thomas Carlyle often 
walked around the brooks near their home 
in Dumfriesshire. Suddenly Irving spoke to 
Carlyle, “One day we will both shake hands 
across the brook, you as a first in Literature, I 
as first in Divinity – and people will say, ‘Both 




Church	 in	 Regent	 Square,	 London,	 is	 still	 a	 controversial	 figure	
known	for	his	unconventional	ideas	concerning	the	person	of	Christ,	





much	 scholarly	 attention	 on	 account	 of	 its	 panoramic	 journey:	












we	 view	 him	 in	 the	 perspective	 of	 his	 dual	 identity,	 we	 can	 then	
understand	him	more	clearly.	In	this	article	I	will	explore	his	identity	














fluent	 speech	 [...]	 thrifty,	 assiduous,	wise,	 [...]	 full	 of	 affection	 and	
tender	 anxiety	 for	 her	 children	 and	 husband’.3	 Irving	 used	 to	 say,	
‘There	are	no	such	women,	now,	as	my	mother’.4























to	 both	 religion	 and	 nation:	 the	Covenanting	 tradition	 and	 Seceder	
ministry.	
This	 Lowland	 town	 of	 Annan	 was	 full	 of	 the	 heritage	 of	 the	
Covenanting	 tradition,	 with	 many	 Covenanters’	 graves	 scattered	
throughout	the	area.	The	legendary	stories	of	their	desperate	struggles	
on	 battlefields	 and	 the	 heroic	 tales	 of	 individual	 martyrdom	 were	
told	around	the	‘ingleside,	kitchen	fire,	or	in	the	farm-house	chimney	




While	 the	 Covenanting	 movement	 arose	 from	 a	 religious	
motivation,	it	also	contained	a	strong	element	of	national	sentiment.	






and	Covenant	 of	 1643,	 this	 Scottish	 religious	 and	 national	 identity	
was	embraced	by	much	of	the	Scottish	people.	The	covenants	became	
symbols	of	the	nation’s	independence,	as	well	as	having	theological	
significance.9	 Irving’s	 later	 opposition	 to	 private	 church	 patronage,	
which	had	enabled	members	of	the	landed	classes	to	select	ministers	









The	 Covenanting	 tradition	 impressed	 Irving	 with	 its	 theocratic	




their	 hallowed	 bones	 do	 now	moulder	 in	 peace	within	 their	
silent	tombs,	which	are	dressed	by	the	reverential	hands	of	the	
pious	and	patriotic	people	[…]	the	church	arose	in	her	purity	
like	 a	 bride	 decked	 for	 the	 bridegroom.	Religious	 principles	
chose	to	reside	within	the	troubled	land	[...]12
Irving	was	taught	literature	and	languages	by	Adam	Hope	in	Annan	
Academy.	 According	 to	 Thomas	 Carlyle,	 who	 was	 also	 Hope’s	
pupil,	 religiously	Hope	was	 ‘a	Calvinist	 at	 all	 points,	 and	Burgher	
Scotch	 Seceder	 to	 the	 backbone’.13	 Following	 the	 example	 of	 his	






other	 family	members	 duly	 attended	 their	 local	 parish	 church,	 and	
tolerated	their	‘drunken	Clergyman’,	believing	that	it	was	‘ungenteel’	











along	with	 that	 of	Thomas	Carlyle	who	 attended	 this	 congregation	







As	 a	 young	 boy,	 with	 a	 sensitive	 and	 receptive	 mind,	 Irving’s	
experience	 of	 these	 pilgrimages	 to	 the	 Secession	 meeting-house	
was	 deeply	 formative.	He	would	 have	 learned	much	 from	his	 long	
walks	 to	Ecclefechan	with	his	more	mature	companions	and	would	
have	developed	personal	discipline.	In	his	St. Giles Lectures,	Robert	
H.	Story	portrayed	 Irving’s	walks	 to	 the	Secession	church	as	being	
the	 most	 remarkable	 character-forming	 boyhood	 experience:	 ‘The	
solemnity,	the	moral	intensity,	the	national	fervour,	of	this	covenanting	
company	left,	too,	their	impress	on	Irving’s	character.’18
In	 the	 eighteenth	 and	 nineteenth	 centuries,	 many	 in	 Scotland	
boasted	 that	 their	 educational	 system	 was	 superior	 to	 that	 of	 their	
neighbour	England,	and	noted	that	it	had	produced	such	intellectual	
giants	as	David	Hume,	Adam	Smith,	William	Robertson,	and	Walter	




of	 the	 Scottish	 Enlightenment,	 the	 unique	 flowering	 of	 intellectual	
culture,	when	Scotland	was	‘briefly	the	cultural	leader	of	Europe’.19	
Irving	 was	 proud	 of	 his	 Scottish	 education	 and	 this	 pride	 lasted	
throughout	 his	 lifetime.	He	 also	 placed	 great	 emphasis	 on	 the	 role	
of	the	Church	in	Scotland’s	educational	system.	Because	the	schools	
and	 the	universities	were	‘maintained	by	 the	 learning	and	oversight	













London	 was	 now	 regarded	 as	 his	 missionary	 territory.22	 Rooted	 in	
Scottish	 Presbyterianism,	 Irving	 left	 his	 native	 land,	 and	 came	 to	










Church	of	England	 in	London,	and	when	 they	 returned	 to	Scotland	








native	 land	 as	 a	model	 of	Christianity.	 From	his	 point	 of	 view,	 the	
Scottish	 Presbyterian	 tradition,	 which	 had	 its	 historic	 roots	 in	 the	
Culdees,	had	retained	more	of	its	apostolic	spirituality	and	primitive	
Christian	purity	than	its	sister	establishment,	the	Church	of	England.	
Irving’s	 veneration	 of	 Scottish	 Protestantism	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 his	








open	 arms’.27	 Irving	 conveyed	 his	 historic	 understanding	 of	 these	
pre-Reformation	 Celtic	 and	 Culdee	 churches,	 with	 their	 ‘primitive	
simplicity’,	 ‘orthodox	 faith’	 and	 resistance	 to	 Papal	 oppression,	
‘continuing	 to	 survive	 almost	 till	 the	 dawn	 of	 the	 Reformation’	 in	








Roman	church	was,	 for	 Irving,	 a	 salient	 characteristic	of	 the	Celtic	





Chapel,	 the	 congregation	 decided	 to	 build	 an	 enlarged	 church	 for	
their	now	overflowing	numbers.	For	Irving,	 this	new	church	was	 to	
be	a	symbol	of	‘the	gathering	together	of	the	scattered	people	of	our	
nation;	 and,	 therefore,	we	 have	 given	 it	 the	 name	 of	 “National”’.32	
The	 congregation	 ‘resolved	 that	 means	 be	 immediately	 taken	 for	
building	a	new	National	Scotch	Church;	that	it	be	in	connection	with	












numbers	 from	a	 variety	 of	 social	 classes;	 almost	 all	 the	 seats	were	
occupied	 an	 hour	 before	 the	 service,	 and	 admission	was	 by	 ticket.	






According	 to	 Linda	 Colley,	 ‘British	 identity	 was	 built	 on	 the	




As	 Irving	 began	 to	 embrace	 this	 British	 identity,	 he	 felt	 called	
to	 rebuke	 ‘errors’	 in	 Britain,	 especially	 in	 the	 Church	 of	 England.	
Irving	began	to	denounce	what	he	perceived	as	the	social	depravity,	
liberalism,	 and	materialism	 of	 the	whole	 of	Britain.	He	 denounced	





portrayed	Britain	as	 an	 ‘elected	nation’	with	a	divine	calling	 in	 the	
world,	not	only	in	politics	but	also	in	religion.	In	The Spirit of the Age	









to	 the	Word	of	God	 in	all	 aspects	of	 their	 lives.	He	was	concerned	
T
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about	 the	 prevalent	 bibliolatry	 of	 the	 times,	 which	 emphasised	 the	
letter	rather	than	the	spirit	of	Scripture,	and	he	insisted	that	the	Bible	
must	be	considered	as	the	voice	of	the	Spirit,	through	which	believers	
could	 know	 the	 will	 of	 God.	Against	 the	 ‘dull	 Catechism’,	 Irving	
called	men	back	to	the	spirit	of	Scripture.39	He	lamented	the	‘apostasy’	
of	his	age,	which	degraded	the	Word	of	God	into	mere	fiction,	and	he	







mother	 church’s	 priority	 over	 the	 sister	 church.	He	 also	 stated	 that	





Throughout	his	 life,	 Irving	 favoured	 the	 sixteenth-century	Scots	
Confession	 of	 Faith	 over	 the	 seventeenth-century	 Westminster	
Confession	 of	 Faith.	 He	 also	 relied	more	 on	 the	 Scots	 Confession	
in	vindicating	his	distinctive	Christology.	He	 thought	 that	 the	Scots	
Confession	was	‘the	pillar	of	 the	Reformation	Church	of	Scotland’,	
while	 the	Westminster	Confession	had	exerted	 little	or	no	 influence	
upon	the	Church	of	Scotland.42	For	Irving,	the	Scots	Confession	was	
‘the	banner	of	the	Church	in	all	her	wrestlings	and	conflicts,’	while	the	











England.	 […]	That	 he	 brought	 with	 him;	 it	 was	 part	 of	 his	
covenanting,	Calvinistic	culture.43
Millennialism	and	British	nationalism
Like	 ancient	 apocalyptic	 prophecy,	 nationalism	 has	 often	 been	
associated	with	a	revolutionary	eschatology.44	The	conflict	of	Scottish	
Presbyterianism	and	British	Protestant	chauvinism	in	Irving,	alongside	
the	 historic	 events	 of	 the	 French	 Revolution	 and	 the	 Napoleonic	
wars,	eventually	led	him	to	premillennial	ideas.	He	regarded	Britain	
as	‘a	nation	united	for	God,	against	nations	confederate	for	idolatry	
and	man-worship’.45	 Since	Britain	was	 one	 of	 the	 rare	 countries	 in	
Europe	that	had	not	been	invaded	by	French	military	forces	during	the	
Napoleonic	wars,	 the	country	had	been	preserved	 from	Continental	
turmoil	with	 her	 Protestant	 religion	 intact,	 and	 had	 been	 preserved	
from	‘Papal	errors’.	
In	 this	 context	 Irving	 regarded	 the	 French	 Revolution	 and	 the	
Napoleonic	wars	as	 ‘the	day	of	great	 judgement	of	 the	Lamb’,	 and	
the	preservation	of	his	country	from	this	led	him	to	see	it	as	the	nation	




divine,	 cataclysmic	action,	while	postmillennialists	 thought	 that	 the	
kingdom	of	God	would	come	gradually	as	the	result	of	the	endeavour	
of	Christian	 and	 human	 institutions.47	As	 the	 godly	 commonwealth	
of	 the	 established	 church	grew,	 nurtured	by	 rising	Protestant	world	
missions,	 postmillennialists	 believed	 that	 vital	 Christianity	 would	
soon	 spread	 over	 the	whole	 earth	 and	 usher	 in	 a	millennial	 age	 of	










institutions	 forced	many	 thinkers	 to	 regard	 the	 end	of	 the	world	 as	







mysterious	 world,	 Irving	 developed	 a	 pessimistic	 Romanticism.	
According	to	David	Bebbington,	Irving	was	a	prime	example	of	the	
‘adaptation	of	Evangelicalism	into	the	Romantic	idiom	of	the	day’.51	
The	Romantic	 sensibilities	of	 the	age	encouraged	belief	 in	a	divine	
supernatural	 ingress	 into	 the	natural	world	 and	 fostered	 the	 idea	of	
Christ’s	personal	 return	among	contemporary	Evangelicals.52	As	 far	
as	 the	direct	 sources	 of	 Irving’s	millennialism	are	 concerned,	 these	
are	 likely	 to	 have	 arisen	 from	 his	 contact	with	 three	 contemporary	
millennialists:	 Lewis	 Way	 (1772–1840)	 of	 the	 Anglican	 “Jews’	
Society”;	Henry	Drummond	(1786–1860),	a	wealthy	London	banker	
(with	Scottish	roots)	and	also	at	one	time	High	Sheriff	of	Surrey;	and	
James	 Hatley	 Frere	 (1779–1866),	 a	 prominent	 writer	 on	 prophecy.	
Way’s	 notion	 of	 the	 biblical	 connection	 between	 Christ’s	 second	
coming	 and	 the	 conversion	 of	 the	 Jews	 strongly	 influenced	 both	
Drummond	 and	 Irving.	 Drummond’s	 Continental	 Society	 inspired	
Irving’s	proclamation	of	the	Second	Advent,	which	he	published	in	a	
lengthy	work,	entitled	Babylon and Infidelity	and	dedicated	to	Frere.		
In	 1826	 Drummond	 opened	 his	 country	 home	 in	Albury,	 near	
London,	for	advanced	prophetic	investigation,	and	this	became	known	
as	the	‘Albury	Conference’.	People	from	a	variety	of	groups	attended,	




this	 suggests	 that	 there	were	concerns	 that	 the	conference	might	be	
dominated	 by	 extreme	 views.53	The	 reports	 of	 the	 annual	meetings	
of	the	Albury	Circle	and	a	considerable	number	of	prophetic	articles	
were	 published	 in	 the	 Journal	Morning Watch	 from	 1829	 to	 1833,	
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The	 passing	 of	 the	 Catholic	 Emancipation	Act	 of	 1829	 roused	
Irving	and	the	other	participants	at	the	Albury	conferences	to	denounce	
the	Act	as	raising	the	question	of	‘whether	we	shall	remain	as	an	Anti-
catholic	and	Protestant	kingdom,	or	whether	we	shall	 take	 the	 seed	
of	the	serpent	[…]	again	into	our	councils	and	administration’.55	For	
Irving,	 the	Act	was	 ‘a	great	evil	 in	 the	sight	of	God’,	which	would	
speedily	bring	the	nation	to	ruin.56
Irving’s	 hostility	 to	 Roman	 Catholicism	 was	 now	 violent,	 and	
he	 denounced	 it	 as	 ‘the	 great	 whore	 of	 Babylon’,	 and	 the	 Roman	
hierarchy,	 with	 the	 Pope	 at	 its	 head,	 was	 ‘the	 very	 synagogue	 of	














in	1827	 that	 Irving’s	 idea	of	Christ’s	 ‘sinful	flesh’	was	heretical.	 In	
1830,	claims	of	the	return	of	the	Pentecostal	spiritual	gift	of	speaking	
in	 tongues,	first	 in	 the	neighbourhood	of	Rhu	 in	Scotland	 and	 then	
at	 Irving’s	 church	 at	 Regent	 Square,	 caused	 a	 national	 sensation	
and	 aroused	 intense	 opposition.	A	 number	 of	 Irving’s	 friends	were	
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condemned	at	the	1831	General	Assembly	of	the	Church	of	Scotland:	











For	 Irving,	 the	 world	 of	 Babylon	 was	 expanding.	 His	 former	
conception	of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	as	Babylon,	and	the	Pope	
or	 Napoleon	 as	 Antichrist,	 was	 widened	 to	 include	 not	 only	 the	
Church	of	Scotland	but	also	all	of	Christendom.	Irving	declared	that	
‘[b]y	Babylon	 I	mean	 the	whole	 system	 of	 doctrine	 and	 discipline	
and	 customs,	 actually	 existing	 and	 practically	 governing	Christians	
in	this	and	every	land	upon	the	earth.’61	All	churches	of	this	and	other	
lands	were,	like	the	defiling	women	in	Revelation	14,	harlot	churches.	





Like	 John	 the	 Baptist	 in	 the	 wildness,	 Irving	 proclaimed	 that	
anyone	who	had	an	ear	should	‘come	out	of	Babylon,	and	fight	against	























in	 purity.68	 From	 this	 aspect	 Irving’s	 premillennialism	 consists	 not	
only	of	a	pessimistic	side	but	also	an	optimistic	but	objective	belief.	
Irving’s	 millennialism	 was	 ‘to	 open	 and	 clear	 up	 the	 object	 of	 a	











his	passionate	 love	for	God.	Throughout	his	 life,	 Irving	showed	his	
passion	 to	 follow	 the	 spirit	 of	Christ,	which	 alone	 remained	within	
him	for	his	final	voyage.
By	 now	 his	 health	 was	 failing	 and	 he	 was	 suffering	 from	
consumption.	Weary	 and	 sick,	 Irving	 returned	 to	 Scotland	with	 his	
wife,	arriving	in	Glasgow	via	Greenock	in	October	1834.	Mrs	Irving	
remained	with	him	during	his	final	illness.	He	died	when	he	had	lost	






coupled	 with	 a	 patriotic	 Scottishness.	 His	 settlement	 in	 London	
confirmed	 his	 British	 Protestant	 nationalism,	 which	 had	 then	
contributed	 to	 premillennialist	 visions	 of	 Britain	 a	 ‘sealed	 nation’	
called	 to	 prepare	 the	 way	 for	 the	 return	 of	 Christ	 in	 glory.	 His	
impassioned	denunciations	of	the	widespread	materialism,	liberalism,	
and	 religious	 apostasy	 in	 the	 whole	 community,	 however,	 had	 not	
been	welcomed;	 rather,	 they	had	 rebounded	 to	his	own	destruction.	
With	 his	 ‘otherworldly	 religion’	 Irving’s	 vocation	 was	 to	 wait	 for	
Christ	 in	 ‘power	 from	on	high’.	He	claimed	 that	 this	wicked	world	
would	 be	 resolved	by	Christ’s	 personal	 return	 in	 his	 eschatological	
scheme.	Being	brought	up	in	the	Presbyterian	system	and	struggling	







This	 study	 of	 some	 of	 the	 intrinsic	 inter-relations	 of	 Irving’s	
sometimes	eccentric	 ideas	–	e.g.	his	Christology,	his	millennialism,	
his	belief	in	the	manifestation	of	miraculous	gifts	–	leads,	it	is	to	be	
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